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t's a cold, damp, thoroughly miserable 

morning in winter and I'm in the 

cramped whitewashed cellar of a country 
estate at Finchampstead, just outside Read- 
ing. I'm here to watch a young girl get 
electrocuted by a faulty fusebox. All in the 
name of entertainment, of course, the brand 
that director Michael Winner knows all about 
and love him or hate hi~, it's to his credit that 
only two out of his nN  .t catalogue of films 
have ever lost money. 

This electrifying scene is from his new 
psychological thriller, Scream for Help, a 
production, slated for release next summer 
courtesy of Lorimar, the Dallas people. 

The atmosphere on set is one of joviality, 
an element Winner is keen to nurture in his 
hard-working crew. He makes jokes and puns 
- only too happy to receive them as well 
Often in the past, on a whim, he has offered 
substantial amounts of cash to anyone who 
can answer one of his more obscure movie- 
buff questions. The competition on Scream 
for Help is worth £3000 and to win all you 
have to do is guesstimate the number of the 
shot chalked on the clapper board when 
filming ends. None of this is allowed to get in 
the way of the job at hand however. Winner is 
a hard taskmaster who expects, and gets, the 
respect of the crew, many of whom have 
worked with him before. After all it was 
Winner who once said, "A team effort is a lot 
of people doing what | say" 

Michael Winner is one of the characters on 
the British film scene. | personally like his 
forthright, often obnoxious, attitude but | can 
understand why a lot of people don’t) And as 
a critic of the bewildering vagaries emanating 
from the offices of the British Board of Film 
Censors at the moment, he certainly gets my 
support 

Scream for Help is written by Tom Holland, 
whose earlier scripts for The Beast Within and 
Class of 1984 have been somewhat oversha 
dowed by his deserved success with Psycho 
2. Everyone is being very guarded about the 
story in case it should ruin the enjoyment of 


prospective audiences but basically it tells the 
tale of a young 17-year-old called Christie 
Cromwell, who believes that a number of 
"accidents" occurring in her parents’ house 
in New Rochelle, New York, are an attempt by 
her stepfather to kill her mother. No one in the 
local community will accept her accusations 
as each incident can be logically explained 
So with the help of some of her High School 
friends, Christie goes sleuthing and uncovers 
a set of bizarre and very strange circumst- 
ances. 

The film is an unusual one for Winner as it 
relies on all new talent to convey the story, 
unlike his past star vehicles. 17-year-old 
Rachael Kelly plays Christie and David Brooks 
plays her wicked stepfather — unless it is all in 
her imagination of course! Marie Masters is a 
name unfamiliar to us here in Britain but in 
America millions used to watch her everyday 
on one of the most popular daily soap-operas 
As the World Turns and she makes her 
motion picture debut as Christie's mother 
Karen in Scream for Help. Rounding out the 
cast of newcomers are Lolita Lorre as Brenda 
the catalyst in the unfolding course of events, 
and Rocco Sisto as the sadistic psychopath 
named Lacey. All in all, Scream for Help does 
seem like it could have all the possibilities of 
being a potential gripper. 

And it was these possibilities that drew 
Michael Winner's attention to the script in the 
first place. “I hate reading scripts but | honest- 
ly couldn't put this one down. | started to read 
it late at night thinking that a glance at a few 
pages would be enough but | just had to finish 
what in fact turned out to be immensely 
exciting reading. | immediately rang up Lori- 
mar and said, "Let's go.' It wasn't quite as 
simple as that however as Lorimar had pas- 
sed on the property and it was owned by 
somebody else. But they retired from it so we 
were in business. | figured that if /couldn't put 
the script down, then it had to be good. Tom 
Holland had written the script straight after 
Psycho 2 and as a result he nad become a very 
hot writer. l've never met him although we 


have spoken to each other on the phone and 


he seems like a nice chap — he's writing some 
extra scenes for me at the moment. | never 
saw Psycho 2 so l can't say if Scream for Help 
is as clever as that was. It does have great 
suspense and it is a thriller in the sense that 
revelations keep occurring that are a constant 
surprise. There are dramatic moments that 
will shock you not in the sense of there 
being lots of blood, although there is some 
but more in the way the story has been 
expertly crafted. 

"It does help greatly that the heroine is only 
17 and very vulnerable You feel worried for 
her when she uncovers all these terrible 
goings on as she is obviously a very defence- 
less creature. It isn't like when Charles Bron 
son walks on screen and you know he'll blast 
his way out somehow, whatever the situa- 
tion. This girl, if she is caught, will be slaught- 
ered and that adds tremendous tension. The 
twists and turns are genuinely startling, in 
fact, l've never done less work on a script in 
my life as a result. Normally, | tend to put a lot 
of myself in a script but l've done practically 
nothing here to be honest." 

But isn't Scream for Help really just a bigger 
budgeted, glossy, exploitation film? “Every 
major picture is a high-class ‘exploitation’ 
film. | never really know what that word 
means. If you have a title like Scream for Help 
there is no question of what it is. | don't think 
any of that matters. The main thing is, ‘Is the 
story good?’ and ‘Does it hold?’ — that's all 
that counts in the long run. It isn't a film like 
Friday the 13th which relies on very grue- 
some bloodbaths every 'x' minutes. It is far 
more suspenseful than that with the horror 
element creeping in only towards the end. 
You don't see people's noses cut off. or being 
slashed to pieces like in The Sentinel. The titie > 


Facing page (clockwise): Lacey (Rocco Sisto) 
tries to strangle Christie (Rachael Kelly). Lacey 
is stabbed. Christie over the dead body of 
Janey (Sandra Clark). Christie knifes Lacey. 
Paul Fox (David Brooks) dies in a fire. Above 
Rocco Sisto. Inset: Michael Winner directs. 


of the film is the most exploitive aspect about 
it. It certainly isn't a cheapie either. For what 
we have to do, | believe this is the most 
generous budget I've ever had. This is quite a 
lavish picture because apart from our six 
week shoot here, we had a very large two 
week operation in New Rochelle. We had to 
close down ten or twelve blocks every day for 
a mammoth sequence where a car goes out 
of control and we had about 20 stuntmen 
working on that. The problem there was that 
the street we used was the one commuters 
use inthe rush hour which caused a few fights 
and at one stage, because the police chief 
couldfft get to his office, we were nearly 
closed down. | wanted the film to be sizeably 
well done so | asked for quite substantial 
funds in order to achieve that." 

In a way Winner feels that Scream for Help 
has something in common with one of his 
biggest successes, Death Wish. "There is a 
slight similarity as both films have an ordin 
ary member of the public eventually forced to 
fight the evil that has infiltrated their nice 
domestic atmosphere. The difference here is 
that they don't invade until the very end 
because she is trying to sort out what has 
exactly happened. Here Christie wreaks the 
revenge the audience wishes to see without 
the help of the usual unthinking authorities, 
so in the fullest sense it isn't somebody 
leading a double life as in Death Wish. | see 
this film more in the same vein as The Perils 
of Pauline than anything else." 

Another first associated with Scream for 


Above: Michael Winner's leading lady, Lolita Lorre, strikes a provocative pose. Far Right: Lolita 
Lorre screams for help 


Help was the problems Winner encountered 
when he came to cast the film. “I've never had 
so much trouble casting in my life. We had to 
find totally new people which was very 
arduous. | had to read them and rehearse 
them which is something l've never had to do 
before because if you hire somebody like 
Martin Balsam, you know he can read and act 
One of our cast wasn't even in the Screen 
Actors Build so we had to get her a union 
card. The fact that there are no stars doesn't 
make the film smaller, though. As there are 
no 17-year-old stars, an unknown was the 
only possible answer. Once she was cast in 
the leading role it would have proved difficult 
to persuade any stars to support her. So it 
was a case of goir for character actors or 
getting everyone else in who were just as 
fresh." , 

Sharing the Executive Producer credit with 
Lee Rich, head man at Irwin 
Yablans, the man who shot to fame with his 
production of Halloween. "Yablans is the 
executive vice-president of what they call 
Low Budget Production at Lorimar. By that 
they mean anything with à budget lower than 
6 million dollars. He approved this script very 
early on 


Lorimar, is 


he seems à very nice man and he 
has kept in touch but apart from one visit he 
made to the locations at New Rochelle, he has 
kept a very low profile. He has made a few 
comments but generally, like everyone else 
he has left me alone. l'm probably considered 
so unpleasant that nobody wants to come 
near me! | haven't had any complaints from 


him as yet anyway. His creative input isn't 
exactly nil because he worked on the script at 
a very early stage before! had even seen it. He 
is very Supportive and has made some very 
valid suggestions on seeing the rushes and 
let's face it 
bered with somebody who came on the set 


I'm glad not to have been lum 


every day and made stupid remarks 

Winner readily admits that Scream for Help 
could have been an all-American picture. So 
why did he opt for filming it partly in England? 

| have to say the real reason is that it's more 
comfortable for me to live at home! Actually it 
would have cost a lot more money to film it 
entirely in America and that money wouldn't 
have been on the screen. Instead we would 
paying rates to New York 
technicians who are really no better than the 


have been vast 


ones inthis country. Take the house we are at 
present filming in. It is costing us a fraction of 
what we would have been charged in Amer 
ica. This house was built by an American 
furnished by an American and is lived in by an 
American. We have corrected a few things 
like light switches and plugs, but that's all. We 
have had to build 30 sets in th 
and we have built entire American streets 
from the 


s house alone 


ground up but even so we are 
getting more for our money filming here. The 
shooting schedule for Scream for Help is 44 
| did Death Wish in 39 
you some indication of the generous budget 


which in some ways | insisted on because if it 


days so that gives 


had been done any cheaper it would look just 
like all the rest 

Winner likes to accent the quality of the 
picture a lot and describe it as being more 
Doris Day-land invaded by nasty monsters 
than anything else. “There's no rape, no real 
gore, a little sex and some good effects which 
are sparingly used 
boosted up a little but even so, it's a lot more 
than your run-of-the-mill haunted 
movie. When Cristina Raines stabbed her 
father in The Sentinel, it cost thousands of 
dollars just to set up. Here we have relatively 
simple things to do like the electrocution 
which isn't really anything more than a few 
sparks and a wind machine to make the 
actress' hair stand on end' 

Looking back on Michael Winner's career, it 
was my observation that he has certainly 
managed to tackle a number of disparate 
genres. But he doesn't agree. “l actually think 
| am categorised as ! would like to jump 
between genres more than | feel | do which is 
à great personal tragedy for me. On the whole 
Americans like me to do fairly violent thrillers 
and in recent years | haven't been able to get 
away from that as much as I'd like. The 
Wicked Lady was a welcome change but you 
have to go back to Won Ton Ton, The Dog 
who Saved Hollywood before you get any 
other real change. !'m an unlikely person to 
get categorised as a sex and violence auteur 
It isn't what ! would have chosen for myself 
but unfortunately, if you make a profit with 
one type of film, you are always asked to do it 
again. I'm not deluged with offers to do 
romantic comedtes but those are what | 
would like to do.” 

So does he feel his style of direction has 
changed at all over the years? “Well | hope it 
hasn't mellowed because that sounds like it's 
getting tired. | think I've become more accom 
plished which, of course, doesn't mean to say 
I've gotten any better. Scream for Help is one 
of the most energetic films I’ve done, not in 
the production sense but in the number of 
intricate set-ups on each page of the script 
What | try to do is keep a freshness. The 
danger is in repeating yourself, knowing that 
to be the case, but coasting it anyway. | have 
to do things differently in order to keep my 
own interest up. | always put myself in the 


The action scenes were 


house 


place of the public. Is the imagery O.K.? The 
pacing? Would it continue to grip me and not 
have me looking at my watch or thinking 
about my next meal? And all this requires 
very conscious thought. Something crept 


into this film which | absolutely hate, but at 


' shooting it proved to be the easiest 
way out. It was an over the shoulder conver 
sational shot which has to be the absurdest 
mage of all time. It doesn't exist in any other 
irtform apart from film because its compost 
ton is a disaster! Anyone who knows the film 
business though knows that my films are 
always shot in an unusual and unconvention 
al way. Always break convention and be 
daring in my motto. When the unit says it's 
wrong, the script girl says it s wrong ind the 
writer Says it's wrong, shoot it because they 


are always the I 


'St Shots without exception 
[ve personally never regretted it 

After his well-publicised run in with the 
censor over the whipping scene in The Wick 
ed Lady, does Winner foresee any problems 


with Scream for Help There shouldn't be 
anything here to cause him undue concern 
but l've said that so many times in the past. To 


object to anything that supposedly an adult 


should not see is too ridiculous for words. | 


know | would get support from the industry 
like | did before, if that were the case on this 
film. The public love this sort of film. Asurvey 
has just been published in America that was 
carned out by Home Box Office because there 
was some nervousness about the amount of 
violent films on show on the cable channels 
Did you know that 4-1 people preferred 
watching Death Wish Il to Chariots of Fire? 
People have a right to enjoy what they want 
and that doesn't mean that they want just 
violent films. When Death Wish was a big hit, 
one of the others was 7hat's Entertainment 
and | don't believe for a moment that both 
films had totally separate audiences. This 
video nasties question ts all out of proportion 
as well. | asked asked to give evidence at the 
Old Bailey concerning the film Nightmares in 
a Damaged Brain and my opinion was that 
this film would damage nobody at all, espe 
cially children, who love horror films. There is 
no evidence whatsoever that children who 
watch this type of movie will grow up to be 
psychopaths or disturbed The Williams 
Report said as much. This country is overcen 
sored as it is and films cannot be grouped 
together under a nasty label like this at all 
Before the cinema, remember, there were 
public floggings and executions prowded as 
entertainment. And they were very well 
attended by young and old alike.” 

And when Scream for Help is finally in the 
can and scored by Led Zeppelin member 
John Paul Jones, what project will Michael 
Winner turn his attentions to next? Death 
Wish III? "That is vaguely in the future but it 
isn't certain at the moment. It is all down to 
life in the big city really. On July 23rd, 1983 
this film didn't exist. On July 24th, it did. | 
have various scripts in development, but who 
knows which will come first? | tend to be 
deeply committed to the project in hand and 
only when that is 100% finished do | set my 
sights on the future. Scream for Help won't 
really need my fullest attention in about five 
weeks time when | hand it over to Lorimar 
Legally they have the right to cut the film 
themselves of course but no film | have ever 
made has been changed in any way that 
affected me. And if | deliver a 92-minute film, 
there really isn't much they can do about it! 
The Directors Guild rule is that the production 
company must accept the director's cut and 
have two previews. After that they can do 
what they like. As l've got 25 films though my 
way, | doubt if this will prove to be any 


differen. & 


